An excerpt from Smoky Mountain Magic by Horace Kephart

For days and weeks his mind's eye had been dwelling on a scene drawn from a time long past but vivid as if thrown upon a screen before him.--- 

Half a mile or so downstream from where Tom Burbank now was living there was a tract of three hundred acres that the Unaka Pulp Company had failed to acquire. Fifteen years ago this property had been sold to an old man, from somewhere in the East, who came to occupy it, bringing with him a boy of twelve and an Indian woman as housekeeper. 

To the country folk the old man was a mystery. They respected him for his scholarship and gentle bearing, but he seemed an eccentric and a dreamer. It was even whispered that he was a pagan who worshipped flowers and birds and trees and objects of stone and crystal. 

To the log cabin that stood on the place the old man added a room of better sort, built of hewn pine logs that fitted neatly together, with matched flooring and screened doors and windows. 

He brought workmen to clean up the place and he planted flowers and ornamental shrubs and vines selected from the surrounding forest. The Indian servant set out a vegetable garden and took care of a cow that grazed on a meadow below the house.

The old man divided his time between teaching the boy his lessons and roaming the woods for specimens of rare or beautiful things that won his interest or affection. 

Within a year of his coming into the wilderness, the old man died. The boy and the Indian woman moved away. 

It was this sylvan studio, with its wild gardens and grassy meadow and tiny cultivated spots, set apart from the encompassing wooded mountains but nestling under their shelter, that the young man visioned as he hurried forward. 

At two o'clock he came to the eighth ford beyond the mountain he had crossed. He splashed through the stream, indifferent to the chill of its spring-fed water, and climbed the bank on the farther side. 

Then suddenly he halted, gave a startled exclamation, and stood rooted to the spot. He was staring at what had once been a close-cropped meadow, open and smooth enough for a golf course, but now abominably grown up in thicket. Sumacs and small pines were crowding each other everywhere, all entangled in meshes of greenbrier and blackberry vines. He could not see fifty feet. 

"Abandoned!” he cried aloud. 

His eyes, still incredulous, searched for some open vista. Surely this rank intruding growth must be only a fringe around the untended boundary of the field. He moved on up the roadway, which here was all overgrown with bush-clover and wild indigo and trefoil. There was no opening. The whole field had reverted into jungle. 

Cabarrus wiped his brow and bit his under lip. His face went white with the instantaneous ruin of his dream. He had expected to find someone in tenancy of the place and keeping up its cultivation: someone of whom he could make inquiries and learn certain things that would help him to plan his future course. But the place was deserted, dead as a neglected graveyard. 

Slowly he went on in a daze of perplexity. Then his eyes fell upon a stained poster tacked to a scrub oak beside the road. He stepped up and read it.--- 

NOTICE: 

All persons are hereby notified that any and all trespassing will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law. 

W. G. Matlock. 

At sight of the signature a hard look came into the young man's eyes. His mouth contracted to a thin line. The sad expression he had worn was now displaced by the stern rigidity of a fighting face. 

"Matlock!" he muttered. "So that scoundrel still holds possession." 

He stood for a time with head bowed in thought; then, gripping his staff tightly with the strain of sudden resolution, he started forward. 

He had not gone ten yards when something went z-z-z-z, right in front of him, on the ground. Quick as an electric shock his sub consciousness released a spring that checked him and threw him backward in a leap for safety. 

In the middle of the road, partly hidden by clumps of weeds, a five-foot rattlesnake had been dozing in the sun. At the thud of a man's footfall it came instantly wide awake and threw itself into a striking coil. 
It was a black rattler that had recently shed its skin. Every scale on its refurbished body glittered like a faceted jewel in the sun. The tip of its tail was erect and vibrating so fast that Cabarrus saw only a blur where the rattles whirred. 

Then the reptile stopped sounding its alarm and lay silent, tense, with head drawn back in its coil, waiting for the man to advance within striking range. Its horrid eyes met him with a fixed stare. 

Cabarrus promptly recovered from the shock and anger blazed within him. The vengeance aroused at sight of Matlock's name passed on to wreck this other deadly thing that lay in his way. He grasped his staff in both hands and measured the distance with his eye, knowing that the snake could not leap more than two-thirds its own length. Then he took a step forward. 

The rattlesnake raised its head slightly and poised to meet the expected blow with a counter-stroke. Cabarrus lifted his stick. Both man and serpent struck at the same instant. Cabarrus missed its head but he landed a heavy blow on the thick muscular body. 

The rattler struck viciously again at the stick, as a second blow descended, but a few more strokes put it out of action. Cabarrus crushed its head, cut off its rattles for a souvenir, and cast the mutilated body at the foot of the tree that bore Matlock's poster. It was a childish way of showing resentment; but his mind and heart, for the moment, were those of an outraged child--- he was a boy of thirteen, again, on the old home-place. 

Then he went on up the road, keenly glancing from side to side and at every rock or bush in the way, as one always does for a little while after close encounter with a deadly snake. 

Soon he came to the next ford. 

"The footbridge is gone," he observed. 

He strode into the swift water, which took him to the hips and might have swept him off his feet if he had not used his staff as a brace. Then he came up into another small field of bottom land. It, too, was now naught but a scraggly thicket. At the farther end, alongside the road, a few old logs lay rotting. Beside them were the charred remnants of camp-fires where wandering woodsmen had cooked their meals and slept beneath the stars. 

"Here stood the barn," mused Cabarrus sadly . 

He turned and looked to the left, toward a steep bank that rose from the thickety flat, forming the edge of an upper field. 

Back a little way from its brow stood the blackened ruin of an old log hut, sagging, gaping to wind and weather, desolate. Its porch was gone, The top of the big stone chimney had fallen outward. The doors had been carried away or used for kindling. Clapboards that once covered the chinking between the logs were missing. There was no sign of the "new house" that the old naturalist had added to the original cabin. 

"Vandals!" cried Cabarrus aloud. "Too lazy to gather firewood in the forest, they tore down the new house because it was of white pine logs, easy to chop and split and burn!” 

The pathway up the bank to the old house was choked with weeds. Bushes and briers grew rank to the door-sill. Amid them, in solitary beauty, bloomed one single shrub of downy hydrangea, its conspicuous white flowers courted by butterflies, its leaves gently waving in the breeze, displaying the silvery sheen of the under side. Cabarrus remembered the very day that the old man had lovingly transplanted it here. 

He went up to the deserted cabin. The front steps were gone; so he pushed his way through tall weeds and briers to the back of the house. Here he surveyed the upland where formerly a young orchard and a small corn-field had been. 

"Poor Myra!” murmured he. "There isn't a post or a paling to show where her precious garden grew. Thicket and desolation all round about! Even the spring-branch is gullied and choked with trash." 

He turned to the gaping doorway. Directly in front of it stood an unpleasant weed, the black nightshade, like a sentinel of the underworld guarding some gruesome den. He struck it down with his staff and stepped inside the ruined hut. 

It was a shocking transformation that here met his eye. The rotting floor was littered with animal refuse. Gray little lizards scuttled away and ran up the walls, where they hung and blinked at the intruder. Grime and cobwebs everywhere. Dirt and the moldy odor of decay. 

Yet, ah! the memories that haunted this old place. Hew 

often at that stone fireplace…There at the window…Yonder where the table stood…

Cabarrus took off his hat and clasped his brow. 

Thus was he standing, meditating upon the wreck, oblivious of everything but the dissolution of his dream, when a bay horse came down the road, bearing a young woman who kept glancing from side to side for anything unusual to add to her plant-press. She spied the hydrangea at the cabin doorway. 

